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"A Nation cannot rise above the level of its homes, therefore, we women must work and 
saury together to raise our homes to the highest level.""' These are the words of Adelaide Hunter 
Hoodless, who is recognised by the Women's Institutes as its founder. A lorry ideal that was taken 
up by the new women'? movement. "The Women's Instimtes of Saltfleet.'* This was the start of a 
new organization that would flourish, in response to the needs and issues of women. The 
following will be and assessment of the roles played by the Women's Instimtes in Western Canada. 
Adelaide Hunter was born in Ontario in 1858. It was only alter she married John 
Hoodless and had her family That she became active outside the home. It was tlirough her 
involvement with the YMCA. and the National Council of Women of Canada, that she became 
concerned with the lack of women's organizations. She was also concerned about the effects that 
urbanization and industrialization had on the traditional roles of women. She thought that when 
women sought employment outside their homes, it went against their roies of wives and mothers, 
and that the introduction of science into the household duties would rejuvenate that role. Home 
economic education, was a cause That Adelaide Hunter Hoodless was committed to. Her passion 
for her cause stemmed in pan from personal tragedy, her youngest son died of drinking 
unpasteurized millr. This, she felt, necessitated training in new methods of preservation and 
sanitation. The result was. one of her many speeches that was the spark, that started the Women's 
Instimtes. 
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In 1396. through the auspices ofThe Ontario Department of Agriculture, she gave a talk to 
the Ontario Agricultural and Experiment Union at Guelph/ Eriand Lee secretary of the Farmers 
Institutes of South Wentworth, invited her ro address the women on women's night If was there 
that Adelaide Hunter Hoodless entreated her audience to organize, to promote self-education "and 
form "A Women's Department of Domestic Economics" in affiliation with the Farmers Institutes/' 
It was this suggestion that resulted in the formation of "The Women's Instinite of Saltfleet (Stoney 
Creek), in Feb. 1897 with Christina Smith as the first president. Not quite what she had intended. 
Once the idea was launched Adelaide Hunter Hoodless showed littleor no interest in the fledging 
organization. This was left to others to nourish, namely George Creelman. Superintendent of the 
Fanner's Institute and Laura Rose and Blanche Maddock. both graduates of the Dairy School 
associated with the Ontario Agricultural College. 0 All three were in agreement, that women 
needed a vehicle, to learn the modern scientific practices, so that their work would be more 
rewarding. George Creelman saw the institutes as a means to make the female sector of the 
population more efficient. Laura Rose and Blanche Maddock were interested in the social and 
economic value of women meeting and learning, together. They concentrated on ways of making 
the home cleaner and healthier. It was felt that by giving the farm women more dignity, the 
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daughters would be less likely to leave the farm.7 When Creelman. Rose and Maddock became 
interested, there were only three branches, but under their Uitetage, by 1905 there were 52 
branches boasting 4151 members. The Ontario government, convinced of its advantage to rural 
societies, offered the newly formed organization assistance in the form of cash subsidies, for hirin 
lecturers and demonstrators to teach courses in hygiene, nutrition, cooking, home nursing and 
sewing."' 
This tire, which had been started with a spark from Adelaide Hunter Hoodless. would 
spread throughout Canada and the World. Tne first branches outside Ontario were, in the 
Maritime Provinces and Quebec, and in 1909 the first group was formed in Western Canada The 
idea spread so rapidly that, by 1919. with ever, - province participating, the first Canadian 
Conference was held in Winnipeg. There the Federated Women's Instimtes of Canada was 
formed, with Alberta judge Emily Murphy as it first President. 9 Tne idea soon burst from the 
confines of the Canadian borders to spread to the United States, and British Isles. In Norway. 
Sweden. Demark and Finland it was the Homemakers Association, in Ireland, the United 
Irishwoman, in Belgium and France it was known and the Cercles des Fenneries. and in Poland as 
the Country Women's Circle. There were also women's organizations formed in Holland. South 
.Africa, Rhodesia, Ceylon and India. 1 0 It was this diverse collection of organizations from around 
the world, which prompted the formation of the Associated Country Women of the World in 
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1933. The Federated Women's Institute of Canada was an active member. 
The first group that was formed outside Ontario was in Alberta at Lea Park, near 
Marwayne, with Manitoba and Saskatchewan not far behind. In Alberta the Alberta Women's 
Institute grew steadily from that original 1909 group. By 1912. the Government of Alberta had 
gotten involved, "and provided an annual grant of five dollars to any group that, had at least 15 
paid members and at least three meetings a year. It was the group's incorporation into the 
Department of Agriculture that made this group unique amongst other women's organizations. 
Another thing that made the group stand apart was the establishment of the A.W.I, as a 
communicator, rather than a policy making network." This partnership with the Alberta 
Government iasted until the United Farmers of Alberta took over the government, then A.W.I, 
was separated from the Department of Agriculture, and had to form its own organization. It 
established a head office, with paid business secretary and treasurer. The A.W.I. was forced to 
raise its membership fee from twenty-five cents to one dollar per year. The reorganisation and 
restructuring were only small stumbling blocks, and the A.W.I, was soon nourishing. 1 3 
hi Manitoba a group called the "Home Economics Society," was formed in 1910. at 
Morris with the encouragement of Mrs. Finley Mackenzie. 1 4 The first action taken by the Morris 
Home Economics club was to ask. and receive, from the province of Manitoba, cooperation and 
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support. That meant, that the Department of Agriculture, would evaluate all decisions made by the 
group. In 1913 the clubs were incorporated by a government act. The provincial government was 
unable to renew its grant to the Institute in. 1932, and the organization was faced with having to 
support itself 1 5 In 1933, the act was amended, and the Home Economics Club became known as 
the Manitoba Women's Institute.1 0 
The Homemakers Clubs of Saskatchewan was first formed in 1911 as part of the extension 
work of University of Saskatchewan in adult education ; to improve communication between the 
University and farm women. They developed their own set of objectives which were: 1. To 
develop an appreciation ofthe skills and art of homemaking. 2. To discover, stimulate and train 
leaders. 3. To make communities better places in which to live. 4. To encourage good 
citizenship.'5 Tne Clubs were associated with the Women's Institute but did not take on the name. 
Saskatchewan Women's Institute until 1971. Homemakers' ' Clubs were unique among the 
instimtes in that they did not receive any monetary grants 1 9 from outside the group. 
From the formation of the first groups, there was a steady increase in the number of groups 
and memberships. The reasons for the growth were as varied as the provinces represented. It 
attracted both urban and rural women. There were issues that the urban women wanted to address. 
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such as the overcrowded, unhealthy conditions of the North end of Winnipeg, "'"but it was the rural 
women, who benefited from the non-sectarian, nonpartisan group, and the growth was significant. 
One of the reasons behind this was. that at the mm of the century, most of the population of 
Canada was living in rural areas, and the women living in these areas were isolated and did not 
receive any of the benefits of new developments, that might make their role a little easier. Not 
onlj were they interested in house keeping and child rearing, but also the running, and production, 
of the farm itself"1 This new fledging organization promised information on home and farm, as 
well as a chance to socialize with other women. As Emily Murphy reflected in 1920. -'The 
Women's Institutes arose out of the needs of lonely women on isolated farms. These women 
desired to meet at stated periods for the exchanging of council and amenities to say nothing of the 
opportunity of exchanging recipes, dress panenis and community news." 
All of die women's groups, regardless of the province of origin, started making their 
presence felt almost immediately. Their primary focus, on better home conditions, soon widened 
to incorporate child welfare, public health, education and better schools, immigration. 
Canadianization. home economics and agriculture. 
One of the immediate needs of the women of the rural communities was, a rest room in 
town. This was of great importance to the farm women, because when a trip to town was 
undertaken, would take a complete day with the whole family. In the towns there would be no 
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place tor the women and children to sit and wait, or for the mother to feed and change her infants, 
as most towns usually did not have a public toilet, or even restaurant. It was not so much the fact 
that women's needs were neglected as the fact that the prairie society put the interests of men 
before women." The Women's Institutes in the prairies recognised this need in 1910. and 
addressed it. - 4 The establishment, and maintenance, of this vital resource was high on the list of 
priorities.- 5 The early rest room was usually a rented room in a private home, 2 6 furnished with cast 
off or donated furniture.^ Regardless of the size or the quality of furnishing, this small room 
responded to the needs of women for self respect and companionship. 3 3 
This was only the start of their community involvement. Every group prepared layettes for 
the newborn in the community, or maintained a "•Mother's Bundle."- 0 The "Mothers Bundles" 
were prepared in cooperation with the I.O.D.E. and the U.F.W.A for expectant mothers, who 
found themselves unable to provide for their new arrivals. Since 1935, the A.W.I, had sent out 
451 layettes, containing clothes made by its members.'" The Homemaker's Club in Woodlawn 
"DonnaNorell , ' "The most humane institution in all the village': Die Women's Rest 
Room in Rural Manitoba." Manitoba History 11 (Spring 1986) 38 
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Saskatchewan, gave a quilt to each new baby and also held a community evening lor newlywed." 
Looking after new mothers was not their only focus. Social activities involving the whole 
community was organized. The Glenrose Homemakers of Saskatchewan, were involved in social 
activities for example: writing, drawing, and public speaking competitions. 4-H. fruit baskets and 
flowers for the sick and hospitalized. 3 2 The A.W.I, in Veteran, Alberta, held a "Maggie and Jiggs" 
corned beef dinners in 1928 and 1 9 2 9 . 0 There were a variety of activities organized, from 
community dances to card parties, concerts, plays.'' 4 and school fairs/" With the organization of 
activities, there had to be a central building, in which to hold the activities. This got the Instimtes 
involved with the erection of community halls, libraries, local hospitals and maternity homes / 6 In 
Domain. Manitoba, the community hall was given a n e w life through the efforts of the M.W.I.r 
in Penhold, Alberta, a community hall in memory of the soldiers of the Great war, ' 3 and at Sylvan 
Lake. Alberta, a pier was built and maintained until 1953 J OThe groups also demonstrated concent 
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•.win the appearance of the community by initiating beautiiication programs for parks and 
cemeteries. '""Ensuring that the communities where women lived and raised their families was 
looked alter was important, but the original purpose of the Women's Instimte. of home economics 
and education were not neglected. 
Women's Instimte and Homemakers" Clubs members were interested in ways of making 
the occupation of the homemaker more efficient. "'Until the formation of the WI in Ontario, salads 
and canning of vegetables and meat were practically unknown.4' Several methods were used to 
impart new information on home economics, legislation and agriculture to its membership. One of 
the most popular ways was in the form of short courses. In Alberta and Manitoba it was through 
the Department of Agriculture and in Saskatchewan, the University of Saskatchewan. By 1930. in 
Alberta, there had been 215 short courses held in foods and cooking, home nursing, millinery, 
sewing, home decorating, and home management 4 3 to name a few. hi Manitoba there were also 
courses held in cooking, dressmaking, and the safe preparation of food.*1 The Homemakers' 
Clubs of Saskatchewan, in their effort to elevate the status of women, held courses on cooking, 
gardening, and home nursing etc. 4 5 The women's interest in learning was also expressed through 
the writing and presenting reports to the membership in such varied subjects as "Feeding the 
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Family," "Cutting the Grocery Bill,""' "Uses of Electricity, "How to Beautify a Farm Home" 4 7to 
•"History of Health Legislation in the Province."*These reports were done through "standing 
commirrees" 4 ythat were formed within each group, and reflected the interests of that group. 
Besides these two methods, lecturers were made available, through either the Departments of 
Agriculture or the University of Saskatchewan. When a speaker was contacted that would be of 
interest to the community at '°a large, a hall was arranged for. and the community notified. The 
women of the WI would then act hostesses for all . 3 1 Debating was also popular. Some of the 
topics debated were: "Resolved that modern electrical appliances tend to make women lazy," 
"Resolved that the lot of the housekeeper is more interesting than that of the wage earners" or 
""Resolved that untidy, easy going, a good-natured woman makes a happier home that the ultra 
clean crank." J _The W'.I."s mandate to educate, extended beyond the groups membership, and into 
the schools. 
The rural schools were isolated, lacking electricity and running water with one teacher w 
was expected to do everything 3 3. The A. W.I. passed, and sent, to the Alberta government, a 
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resolution for rural school improvement. 5 4 There were hot lunch programs stalled, sewing and 
cooking ;!r.ss "'ffered by (oca! members." Attention was also paid to the curriculum of the schools, 
with emphasis mainly in the areas of English composition, writing, spelling and elementary 
arithmetic.''13 The Instimtes, sponsored contests, in essay writing and penmanship.""'7 as well as 
elocution, attendance, children's gardening, even collecting gopher tails."3 Scholarships were 
established in Alberta in 1919 to enable girls to attend agricultural college.''0 There was an effort to 
increase the interest of the youth in niral life, through the formation of youth groups, by providing 
scholarships for agricultural colleges and putting on social affairs such as concerts, dances, and 
suppers.* There were also more lasting contributions to the schools, for example: purchasing and 
installing drinking fountains, emergency kits, book cases and books, musical instruments, wash 
basins and towels and playground equipment.'" In 1928, the A.W.I., in cooperation with the 
Department of Education, sponsored a contest whereby the school children of Alberta voted for a 
floral emblem for the province. The wild rose was chosen. It was passed by the legislature in 
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1950.- 2 Travelling libraries were established, but the demand tar exceeded the supply."3 The Lady 
Tweedsmuir Prairie Library was started in Calgary, in 1936, and operated through the clubs in 
Alberta. Saskatchewan, and Manitoba Donations for the books in this library were from Her 
Excellency Lady Tweedsmuir, and Her Majesty Queen M a n - . 0 4 Once the education of the 
community was being looked alter the health of the families became the next concent. 
in most rural communities there was a shortage of nurses, doctors and hospitals. This was 
the situation in all three of the prairie provinces, and was a high priority on the agenda of the W.I.s 
and Homemakers's Clubs. They were untiring in their efforts to attract trained doctors and nurses 
for the niral prairies. 0- .At attempt was made to attract more women into the nursing profession, by 
recommending changes to the training program.™ Whenever possible, nurses were recruited for 
the isolated a r ea s , s and community pharmacies, were established." 3 With government 
cooperation, baby ciinics, preschool age clinics, dental clinics, school clinics and even eye clinics 
were set up. These clinics were manned with trained medical personnel, who, if required could 
perform minor surgery at a minimal cost, or if unable to afford even that the cost was paid by the 
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local chapter of the W . L o y Well Baby Clinics were sponsored by the W.I.. and frequently, if no 
adequate facilities were available, were held in the home of a local member/ 3 In Saskatchewan, the 
Homemakers' Clubs held baby contests to promote good child care using slogans like, "Better 
Babies. Not More Babies." 7 1 The lack of facilities to care for the sick, and the distance between 
centres was an important issue. The women of the W.I. provided one of the first, of several 
cottage hospitals at Fairview, Alberta It opened in November of 1924 at Waterhole. A lbe r t a" 
More were opened in Berwyn. Sexsmith. 7 3 and Cereal. 7 4 The poor road conditions and distances 
were hazardous for pregnant women. To alleviate the problem in Grand Prairie. Alberta in 1934. 
a room was rented and set aside as a waiting room for expectant mothers so that they could be 
close to medical facilities. There was a steriie medial emergency package, as well as a layette 
always ready. ? This program fit well into the national W.I. objective, to help lower the maternal 
death rate.7* 
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When help was not available locally, the Women's Institutes would assist in sending those 
who needed operations, to the centres that could provide the care. Numerous people from all 
around Alberta, were helped in this way. A child was sent to Edmonton for eye surgery.''' two 
children in another family both were sponsored, one for a harelip, the other a club foot. 7"Not only 
the children benefited. A woman in Grand Prairie had her hospital expenses paid, and in addition, 
twenty-five dollars worth of food, was given to the family." There was a radium fund started in 
Lethbridge, to supply free radium treatment to cancer patients"" with another started later in Grand 
Prairie." 1 During the depression when teachers in Grand Prairie, felt that the children were not 
getting adequate milk, a fund was set to provide milk to the younger children. 8 2 
As if all this was not enough to keep the women of the W.I. busy, there was always the 
steady influx of new Canadians that had to be welcomed. They were met by members of the 
immigration committee, and made to feel welcome. Canadianizalion was carried out by teaching 
the Canadian ideas and principals, stressing national holidays, and studying British and Canadian 
history. 3 3 On top of ail the work that was being carried out by the women of the Instimtes there 
came along the depression and the Great War. Both of these, further taxed the imagination and 
""Instimtes Work for Home and Country." Die Calgarv Daiiv Herald, May 10 1930, 29 
"History of the Grand Prairie W.I., 2 
*Tbid. 3 
S 0
"Instimtes Work of Home and Country," The Calgarv Dailv Herald. May 10 1930, 29 
8
'History of the Grand Prairie W.I.. 25 
3 :fr,id. 13 
3 3
"Canada Leads the World With Women's Instimtes," N.A.(title), May 28 1926. N.A. 
14 
resources of"the women. They were untiring in their dedication to both, and to any other crisis that 
might arise in their own community. 
The role that the W.I.s played in the west and the world has helped broaden the horizon 
and scope of women's roles in society. This nonpartisan, nonsectarian organization was. and still 
is. open to all. The only cause that it was dedicated to was the education and improvement of the 
home and community. It was not involved with the suffrage movement, as Adelaide Hoodless did 
not believe thai women needed the vote, as she could execute more influence on government 
through the education of her sons. 3 4 Since the only acceptable role of women was that of 
"maternal feminism" the only way that women could justify their work outside the home was in 
terms of domestic responsibilities.-'" The isolation and loneliness of the early farm women were 
alleviated by meeting and sharing of ideas and problems. The rise in popularity of the Women's 
Institute can be attributed to discontentment with the monotonous, backbreaking work of 
homemaking. The meeting provided a pleasant break in routine.'0 Through affiliation with the 
organization, women make national and international connections3 7. There ore Institutes or similar 
organizotions in nearly every civilized country in the world4*. The motto of the Federated Women 
Institute of Canada "Home and Country" is lived up to in all aspects. Possibly, the dedication of 
the members can be best described in the Change Islands, Newfoundland, where some members 
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row a ftfteen-fbot boat across a quarter-mile bay filled with ice to attend meetings."0 
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